With the diffusion of the World Wide Web new expectations were raised that electronic tools may alter the situation and stimulate increased citizens' participation in political decision-making. Across Europe many e-participation projects have been funded over the last years but seldom have attempts been made to assess the effects and impacts. An OECD report on Evaluating Public Participation in Policy Making (2005) concluded that there is an "evaluation gap" and that "evaluation of public participation is still in its infancy". A key question for an evaluation of democracy effects is: To what extent does e-participation strengthen democracy and democratic governance? Or more specific, under which conditions and in which forms can online political participation be conducive to normative democratic goals? The contribution addresses this challenge of assessing the impact of ICT-supported forms of public participation in policy-making on democracy and includes the following steps:
Introduction
One recommendation against declining voter turnout, increasing disengagement of citizens from politics and political organizations as well as increasing distrust in political institutions and politicians has been a strengthening of elements of direct participation of citizens. In several countries of Europe recent changes in legislation and institutional procedures have allowed for various forms of referenda, petitions, consultation and complaint procedures to amend the traditional structure of representative democracy. Such participation offers have not been accepted as much as expected by their promoters.
With the diffusion of the World Wide Web new expectations were raised that electronic tools may alter the situation and stimulate increased citizens' participation in political decision-making. The European Commission's i2010 eGovernment Action Plan points out strengthening participation and democratic decision-making and tools for effective public debate and participation in democratic decision-making as a priority. Likewise supra-national organisations such as the OECD (2003) and the Council of Europe (2009) ascribe new potentials to e-democracy. The assumption is that the widespread use of new technologies will stimulate greater citizen engagement in policy-making and also enable the establishment of new forms of social organisation and governance, which eventually would lead to better policy results and social cohesion.
The scholarly debate on the role of technology for politics has already a long history, yet the significance of new forms of information and communication technologies (ICTs) for a reshaping of polities and democratic processes is acknowledged less unanimously and with less certainty regarding the impacts. For instance, Hoff et al. (2000) claim that ICTs do play an important role in restructuring and redefining fundamental relations within the political systems of the Western countries but demand evidence on the nature of change to be gathered by thorough empirical research (p. 1). This would be highly necessary to correct existing flaws of the debate on electronic democracy, one of them being a good deal of normative speculation; other flaws concern the long time U.S.-centric view and the focus on technology without due regard of other aspects of democracy.
The use of various sorts of modern ICTs in political processes has been a field of experimentation and research already since decades, especially since the early 1970ies in the USA. In the early debate different terms such as "teledemocracy" and "cyberdemocracy" often stood for alternative normative models of democracy whereas nowadays the term "e-democracy" is used as an umbrella term. The spread of the Internet and related new tools developed since the 1990ies reinvigorated the great hopes for a revitalization of Western democracies. The term "netizen" created from a combination of Internet and citizen became a symbol, signifying a new form of citizenship.
According to Hurwitz (1999) the notion coined in 1994 "refers to an Internet user and suggests that as the Internet became a center of power, it would confer a new socio-political identity on its users, as the city did for citizens" (p. 655). However, the great visions of cyberspace as an "electronic frontier" of free thought and egalitarian associational activities and as an "electronic commons" of netizens deliberating on issues of public concern, contributing to the decision-making of responsive governments are challenged by various counterarguments: the lack of democratic distribution of access; the likelihood of "flame wars" and fragmentation instead of production of consolidated public opinions; pressures such as liabilities of service providers and surveillance capabilities which could limit the use of online networks for political purposes; and consumer sovereignty getting a more important value than netizenship with the growing commercialization of cyberspace (Hurwitz 1999, 655pp.) .
These divergent views on potentials and real perspectives of ICTs for political practice and processes suggest taking a look at the accumulated empirical evidence on new ways of employing these technologies for political participation and their possible impacts. E-democracy is a too broad and vague analytical concept for this task. Electronic participation or e-participation seems to be a more appropriate concept to start with as it allows differentiating among distinct categories and functions of ICTs in political participation.
Across Europe many e-participation projects have been funded over the last years but seldom have attempts been made to assess the effects and impacts. An OECD report on Evaluating Public Participation in Policy Making (2005) concluded that there is an "evaluation gap" and that "evaluation of public participation is still in its infancy". Also within the scientific community "the evaluation challenge" has been identified as one of the priorities in the feld of eparticipation. Key questions for an evaluation of democracy effects are: How does e-participation affect political processes and political institutions? To what extent does e-participation strengthen democracy and democratic governance? Or more specific, under which conditions and in which forms can online political participation be conducive to normative democratic goals?
The paper aims to contribute to this challenge of assessing the impact of ICT-supported forms of public participation in policy-making on democracy including the following steps: Starting from a conceptual foundation of online political participation it develops a systematic overview of different levels of engagement (e.g. information, consultation, participation) and categories of e-participation (e.g. e-petitioning, e-consultation, e-deliberation, e-polling, e-voting). This categorisation of e-participation and a subsequent review of key hypotheses on the relationship between changes in ICTs and democratic processes then assists a literature review of empirical results regarding specific aspects of effects on democracy. As the situation concerning empirical results suggests a demand for more systematic approaches to evaluating e-participation, a brief assessment of the current state of evaluation frameworks and the challenges with respect to assessing effects on democracy follows in a next chapter, before some final discussion and conclusions.
eParticipation as a new participatory form in civil society
Some conceptual clarification seems appropriate in order to place e-participation into the context of discussions on political participation in general. Concepts of political participation typically focus on different ways and levels of public engagement in the political process. A number of criteria is used to differentiate the variety of political participation activities, major categories being the following ones:
− For instance, Rowe and Frewer (2005) define public participation as "the practice of involving members of the public in the agenda-setting, decision-making, and policy-forming activities of organizations/institutions responsible for policy development" (p. 253). Using the direction of flow of information between participants and policy-maker as a criterion, allows them differentiating this general notion into three types of public engagement: communication, consultation, and participation.
A very similar three-step concept of levels of participation has been suggested by the OECD (2001, p.
23), termed information, consultation, active participation, also reflecting different degrees of civic influence on political decision-making.
Categories of eParticipation
There are various definitions of e-participation which determine the scope of relevant participatory practices. The following two are representative for a largely common core understanding and included normative flavour: According to Saebø et al. (2008) "E-participation involves the extension and transformation of participation in societal democratic and consultative processes, mediated by information and communication technologies (ICTs), primarily the Internet. It aims to support active citizenship" (p. 400). 2 In this view e-participation is primarily understood as technology-mediated, politically oriented interaction between, on the one hand, the spheres of civil society and formal politics as well as administration, and on the other hand, within civil society. While the focus of civic participation is on citizens, voluntary organizations and businesses are also relevant.
The definition of e-participation offered by the research network DEMO-net makes this more explicit, including a normative element oriented at enhancing participation: "eParticipation describes efforts to broaden and deepen political participation by enabling citizens to connect with one another and with their elected representatives and governments" (DEMO-net 2007, p. 9) . In addition to this 1 Arnstein's "ladder of participation" distinguishes eight steps making up three levels of empowerment: Nonparticipation: (1) Manipulation, (2) Therapy; Tokenism: (3) Informing, (4) Consultation, (5) Placation; Citizen power: (6) Partnership, (7) Delegated Power, (8) Citizen Control. 2 The same definition or a similar wording is to be found in and .
definition the network has identified relevant e-participation tools and areas of application for eparticipation. 3 This lays the basis for a systematic categorization of e-participation activities with reference to relevant criteria in research on political participation.
Differentiating participation into distinct levels -information, consultation, active participation -as suggested by the OECD (2001, p. 23 ) is echoed in a similar categorization of eparticipation which at the same time correspond to different roles of ICT: "e-enabling" refers to the function of technologies to provide access to relevant and useful information, "e-engaging" evokes the vision that a wider audience can be consulted and involved into deliberative processes via new technologies, and "e-empowering" is understood to support active participation of citizens and their co-determination of political agendas (Macintosh 2003; Macintosh et al. 2004) . From this it becomes
clear that e-participation covers civic engagement both within and outside the formal political system.
However, such typologies remain abstract without relating them to the multitude of concrete participatory practices which exist both in the offline and online participation domains alike. Saebø et al. (2008) who understand e-participation as a technology-mediated social practice list a number of key e-participation activities including: e-voting, online political discourse (deliberation), online decision-making, e-activism, e-consultation, e-campaigning, e-petitioning. This list partially overlaps with DEMO-net's "e-participation areas" (see appendix) which also represent social and political practices, but gaps and inconsistencies in each leave both lists inconclusive. This suggests a more pragmatic approach based on the different categories of activities which are counted as e-participation tools by DEMO-net.
The variety of electronically supported ways of political participation can be grouped by applying two key criteria -type of engagement and role of ICT/level of participation. While the first criterion focuses on individualistic versus collective forms of civic engagement, the second attempts to differentiate between basic functions of ICT as well as degrees of engagement in decision-making.
Individualistic and collective civic engagement had been identified as empirically distinct groupings by Pattie and Seyd (2003) . In this study the notion of "individualistic activism" included ethical consumption, donations, petition-signing, fund-raising, voting in local elections, wearing a campaign badge, whereas collective activism comprised participation in public demonstrations, attending political meetings, illegal protest and propensity to form a group of like-minded people. 4 On the other hand, the three categories under role of ICT and level of participation represent a ladder of ascending citizen empowerment. It has to be admitted, though, that not in all cases it is possible to assign these technologically mediated e-participation practices to distinct categories unequivocally. Some are more malleable than others and depend on ways of deployment. Apart from the fact that e-participation tools exist for all categories, it seems that individualistic engagement practices are somewhat better served and that active participation type activities are less manifold than the information and consultation type practices. Of course one could also ask how different e-participation activities relate to different models of edemocracy. There are frameworks which offer such e-democracy constructs with different normative contents. A classical example is Bellamy's (2000, 33pp .) four models of information-age democracy comprising consumer, demo-elitist, neo-republican and cyberdemocratic models. Päivärinta and Saebø (2006) have proposed a different set of e-democracy models which they term liberal, deliberative, partisan and direct democracy. The advantage of these models is that they are based on differences regarding two fundamental characteristics (derived from Dalton's polyarchy concept), i.e. citizens' inclusion in decisions and control of the agenda. Päivärinta and Saebø's typology allows them to exemplify how e-participation tools (e.g. different forms of discussion fora) are employed and work under different democracy models. emphasize the persistence of existing social and political structures. Stanley and Weare (2004, p. 506) .
New opportunities for e-participation and expected effects
suggest that the reinforcement and mobilization hypotheses establish a false dichotomy, whereas it is more plausible to view these effects as not mutually exclusive: "Internet access could mobilize some individuals to take part in new participatory acts in certain political areas, such as organizing protests. instrumental impacts on political processes, the distribution of power, the content of policies and political outcomes. By contrast, another stream of research which is also interested in instrumental effects of technologies emphasizes the difference between technological potentials and the socially and politically mediated design processes and outcomes which become the focus of research.
The main hypotheses on the relationship between technological change through ICTs and political processes and institutions focus on changes in provision of and access to information, new potentials of communication and mobilization of participation: According to Levine (2002) four premises are often associated with e-democracy: technology offers greater convenience and this will spur participation; citizens need more information and modern ICTs provide it; the Internet as such allows for virtual discourse like a "massive town meeting"; and direct online participation without interference by power brokers will make democracy flourish.
Proponents focussing on the enhanced information potentials hold views including the hypothesis that the variety of online information on electoral processes combined with the convenience offered by speed and flexibility of access to such information will stimulate increased electoral participation. The assumption behind is that lower cost and higher accessibility of politically relevant information will raise the aggregate level of political engagement. This claim is more widespread among technologists, media professionals and consultants than among political scientists but also to be found among scholars such as Tolbert et al. (2003) . Another hypothesis based on facilitated access to and free flow of information is increased transparency and legitimacy of government and politics with knock-on effects on institutional strengthening and democratization.
Arguments focussing on the enhanced communication potentials of the Internet expect it to allow for a virtual agora which will change political communication towards greater rationality and democracy (e.g. citizen involvement, openness), teaching of citizen skills (e.g. exposure to political information and ideas) and inviting as well as facilitating political mobilization (e.g. via ecampaigning). A further expected political potential of ICTs is the enhanced mobilization capacity for which Garett (2006) points out three main roots: reduced costs of information distribution and participation, promotion of collective identity and fostering community development. A related expectation is enhanced human capital building. Macintosh (2003, p. 33 ) summarizes a number of specific potentials of technology-enabled information provision, consultation and participation in political decision-making which are expected to improve the policy-making process. They include reaching and engaging with a wider audience;
providing relevant information more accessible; enabling more in-depth consultation and deliberative debate; and, facilitating the analysis and consideration of contributions.
However, there is also a by and large equally long list of counterarguments against the expected mobilization and democracy improving effects: On the information side, main objections are the problem of information overload, the fact that more information does not necessarily mean better information and the need for assessing information quality. Another basic argument addresses digital divides and the possibility of social polarization as a consequence of inequitable access and usage capabilities, making the already "information-rich" richer and bringing benefits mainly to existing elites. This also extends to creating additional advantages for enhanced influence by privileged special interest groups through forms of e-participation.
Assessments of the communication and deliberative potentials of the Internet are also accompanied by more sceptical hypotheses: A lack of discourse culture among the wider citizenry may lead to "flame wars" and fragmented posting of opinions instead of rational weighing discussion with coherent outcomes. Kampen and Snijkers (2003) point out further counterarguments against the "ultimate edream": Compared to all other possible reasons to use the Internet, using it for political participation is less attractive and has to compete within limited time budgets. Problems inherent to direct democracy are also relevant for e-democracy: the fear that populism could be enhanced; the limited amount of time citizens are willing to spend on referenda and the associated risk of decreasing motivation for participation; and last not least the problem of single issue approaches which is likely to entail inconsistent decisions.
The research on e-democracy and e-participation has accumulated a large body of empirical findings which shed light on many of these hypotheses. Systematic approaches to an assessment of the existing state of the art have just started recently with comprehensive literature studies. A holistic account of the research area has been attempted in particular with a literature study based on 105 fulltext papers the results of which are summarized in two publications, one by Rose and Sanford (2007) , the other by Saebø and colleagues (2008) . They map the corpus of literature on e-participation along a number of categories: research motivation; research themes; technologies; reference disciplines; reference theories; research methods and finally, research challenges. As valuable as this overview is, it does not provide answers to theoretical questions such as outlined in the above hypotheses. However, it does underline the need for a more systematic approach to arrive at such an assessment of the existing empirical findings when it points out the evaluation challenge as one of four key challenges of the field. Our review of empirical findings connects to this account but starts with a more limited objective regarding the breadth of topics and number of sources to be reviewed. We focus on particular aspects of the relationship between technology-enabled participation and political processes and institutions. At the same time we address the often contradictory or at least inconclusive evidence regarding key hypotheses.
One of the key issues, the role that innovations in ICTs may play in influencing electoral behaviour, is such a matter of inconclusive evidence. Bimber (2001) tested the relationship between information availability via Internet and political engagement (voting and other forms) with data on the 1998 US National Election Surveys and found that using the wealth of political online information and communication is not connected with participation. In particular, accessing campaign information on the Internet had no effect on voting. The only positive relation between obtaining political information from the Internet and other forms of participation (persuading others, working for a campaign, displaying a sign, attending a meeting, donating money) found is donating money to a candidate, party, or group. Moreover, the findings showed that the correlation between political interest and political information use via Internet was less strong than the association with other information sources (TV, newspapers). 5 Another study (Tolbert et al. 2003) examined the impact of the Internet on voter turnout over time, using US national election data from 1996, 1998, and 2000. 184). Impact on voting is not the only effect detected; the findings confirm also positive influences on other forms of political participation. In sum, the message of this source is clearly that the Internet has a mobilizing potential during elections. However, taken together the results of the two studies reveal an inconclusive picture which is not just explainable by differences in time periods and point to the need for further research to achieve clarification.
Empirical results regarding effects on democracy
According to Stanley and Weare (2004, p. 509 ) "empirical knowledge concerning the effects of the Internet on political participation lags far behind the theoretical debate, in part, because of the complex nature of the relationship between technology and politics and, in part, because of the entrenched empirical difficulties in identifying these effects". However, within the past few years empirical research in this field has seen an extreme increase and considerable developments -even though, findings differ enormously.
Empirical research on the effect of electronically supported participation on democracy spans across several disciplines. Main resources of results are journals in the field of communication studies (political communication), political science and sociology (civic participation, public administration, governance), as well as information technology (e-democracy, e-participation), respectively interdisciplinary work from these fields. The literature review comprises 13 articles from scientific journals presenting empirical results regarding impacts of e-participation on democracy. In the following review of empirical findings are clustered according to the scope of analysed effects. This overview is not meant to provide an in-depth analysis but aims at demonstrating contradicting findings exemplified by the selected studies and in so doing at identifying blind spots and useful research strategies to foster the debate. Therefore, the review is guided by the question of how the respective results on the impact on democracy were generated and of how far-reaching these effects are interpreted. Proceeding from these questions three research strands can be identified:
( candidates and voters, these effects were not observed. Rather the study found a spill over into the physical realm in that online debates shaped the face-to-face debates. Furthermore, due to the written responses on the blogs the discourse was perceived as having a slower pace and as more formal or respectful. Maguire concludes that in campaigning ICTs supplement but do not supplant established forms of political communication.
Another study deals with the modernization of electoral administration and voting facilities by experimenting with alternative ways of e-voting in local government elections in the UK. In this research Norris (2003) compared the effects of the use of ICTs such as the Internet, interactive digital television, SMS text messaging and touch-tone telephones with all-postal ballots and traditional local polling stations. The evidence from aggregate results of the survey showed that the use of all-postal voting facilities had a significant impact in improving turnout by about 15% on average and improved public satisfaction with the electoral process, while e-voting had no effect. All-postal ballots had their most significant impact upon strengthening participation among the older generation, who were already most motivated to vote. Whereas e-voting is commonly argued to encourage turnout among younger people, the survey finds that it only had a modest impact upon the turnout of this generation.
Given these results Norris concludes that the debate on e-voting may fail to identify the primary political impact of ICTs on democracy which rather "concerns its ability to strengthen the public sphere by expanding the information resources, channels of electronic communication, and the networking capacity for many organized interest groups, social movements, NGOs, transnational policy networks, and political parties" (p. 10).
2) Analyses of the effects of specific e-participation initiatives
Going beyond the mere analyses of e-participation offerings and their use a second research strand deals with the question of how more interactive participation processes than the above described influence civic participation in terms of more fundamental change of structures and practices. While one of the selected articles discusses a research framework for assessing the deliberative quality of online forums (Winkler 2007) , the other examples present case studies that are connected to actual decision-making procedures labelled as "Internet-enabled" policy making (Rethemeyer 2007 ) and e- to validate the truth of assertions) and the balance of arguments (e.g. indications for learning effects).
The findings of the study illustrate that online debate on the EU's platform "Your Voice in Europe"
involve well-elaborated interaction patterns and a relatively high discourse quality, both indicating vivid deliberative communications processes. However, discussions are dominated by a small group of participants and the EU's objective to attract large and diverse parts of Europeans has not been met. An example referring to the democratization of routine government decision-making processes in the US has been provided by Stanley and Weare (2004) . The study reports on a government agency experiment and analyzes the effects of a web-based discussion running in parallel to a traditional docket (i.e. the record maintained by agencies concerning rule makings and other actions) for written comments. The results show that the web-based discussion did expand participation and attracted nonstandard participants who raised new issues, but all in all only led to limited mobilization of inactive people. Moreover, the authors point to political and bureaucratic resistance as comments were considered in the draft stage and in the subsequent revision of the rule, but didn't have "a significant impact in the final plan, largely because managers had already had much contact with numerous stakeholders" (p. 522). According to Stanley and Weare the study demonstrates the importance of seemingly small changes in political participation which resulted in increased work-loads of agency managers, an increased range of issues, and potentially broadened the level of conflict. Similar results have been found by Shafie (2008) who examined comments on 56 rules proposed by the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency over the decade in which the agency began to call for comments via electronic dockets. The survey found "that comments submitted by regulated industries greatly outnumbered those from other individuals and groups before and after the e-commenting became common" (p. 399). Even though the proportion of citizens' comments increased, industry continued to provide the majority of comments. According to Shafie the activity patterns resembled the unequal participation that characterizes the legislative process. Moreover, the increase in citizens' comments may have been caused by changes in the political landscape rather than by the use of ICTs.
Another study in the field of e-Rulemaking by Zavestoski and colleagues (2006) takes a different perspective at these procedures by researching the perception of openness, transparency, and authenticity of the public participation process itself. In order to find out whether the Internet provides "an improved arena for democratic deliberation, allowing for differences and contention among citizen positions while leading to a workable consensus" (p. 384) two case studies were conducted. Using content analysis the authors analyzed the comments of citizens and asked how they represent their own and other's perspective and how they assess the position of the agencies involved. Beside other findings, Zavestoski et al. come to the conclusion that the web-based process seems to have brought some legitimacy to the process in one of the case studies which allowed for two-way communication and discourse, whereas in the second case study a closed process (one-way communication) and continuing conflicts have not improved the perception of the regulatory agency. This points out that possible effects of e-participation also depend upon the design of participation procedures.
3) Analyses of the impact of ICT use on the shaping of the political sphere
According to the mobilization thesis the level of Internet coverage and the degree to which ICTs are used in a society are suggested to have an (either positive of negative) impact on political participation due to increasing or declining social capital of individuals and collectives. This strand of research doesn't ask for direct effects of e-participation tools or initiatives but searches for a correlation between the proliferation of virtual communities and collective, deliberative practices.
In a UK based study of Internet effects on individual political participation Gibson and colleagues (2005) offer a "contextualized" model of online political activity which integrates a wider range of online participation behaviours. Internet users were found to be more politically active than non-users in terms of the extent to which they engage in political discussion and in contacting of politicians and officials. The survey thus confirms previous studies in finding that the Internet expands the numbers of the politically active, specifically in terms of reaching some of the groups that are typically seen as less active in conventional or offline forms of politics. In this context Gibson et al. refer to socially disadvantaged citizens and young people. According to the results, especially young people are significantly more likely to engage in online politics. As regards female citizens however, the barriers that exist to more active forms of participation seem to be reproduced in the online world.
Gibson et al. call for the re-evaluation of the "normalisation thesis" which argues that the Internet will lead to diminishing the pool of politically engaged citizens by reinforcing existing social biases in participation. On the contrary, they argue that the Internet provides technology-specific stimuli to political engagement that are unrelated to those linked to offline participation (p. 578): "Even with a pre-existing interest in politics, receiving e-stimuli and developing experience of the Internet increase the likelihood that one will engage in organisational contacting and online participation." These results are reconfirmed by Jensen and colleagues (2006) who stress that "Internet-mediated activities are not simply an extension of offline political practices, but appear to be a distinct, although socially embedded, medium in which political behavior takes place" (p. 47). In a US context, Jensen et al.
explore the relationship between offline and online interactions with local governments and other modes of associational life. Contrary to Putnam's theory they find that political and communityoriented engagement can be empirically differentiated from other forms of associational life such as being a member of an online or offline hobby group. In terms of socioeconomic factors such as income, length of time living in a community, and age, the survey -like the afore-mentioned studyconcludes that there is a greater democratization of the political process compared to offline. The thesis that social capital building correlates with political engagement has also been investigated in a South Korea based survey by Kim (2006) . The study tests the impact of different patterns of Internet use, namely e-deliberation, "e-social capital building" and e-shopping on political engagement. Taking into account that there is less a decline in political engagement in general but a change of modes of participation, Kim attributes a crucial role to the Internet in invigorating protest politics and alternative political movement. As a result he finds that while e-deliberation, i.e. discussions on public issues, increases political engagement, social capital building, e.g. being a member of (non-political) virtual communities, does not contribute to enhancing civic participation in politics. The proliferation of virtual communities per se is not an indicator of political revitalization but deliberative practices could be an integral element to regenerate civic political life. By reducing passiveness and strengthening political efficacy online deliberation "becomes a cornerstone of citizens' democratic conduct and participatory practices", Kim argues (p. 44).
A very interesting study conducted by Norris (2005) 
Emerging systematic evaluation frameworks for e-participation
The dearth of conclusive results on effects of e-participation on political processes and institutions points to the demand for evaluation approaches which enable comparable and systematic assessments.
Inconclusiveness and lack of comparability of findings are to a large extent owed to the neglect of differences in approaches, contexts, scale and level of e-participation studied which could be taken into account more adequately by systematic evaluation designs. This is among others suggested by Macintosh and Coleman (2006, p. 37 ) in a DEMO-net report, who recommended doing "more sophisticated collaborative multi-disciplinary research" and not to concentrate on specific examples in isolation but rather "to analyse, differentiate and compare ecologies of eParticipation", i.e. "to explore differences and commonalities between different eParticipation activities in terms of technology, system, structure, patterns of use".
In relation to the acknowledged importance of evaluating e-participation there is a remarkable "evaluation gap", a lack of evaluation studies and advances in evaluation instruments (OECD 2005) .
Among existing approaches to evaluation, an integrated model of evaluation perspectives suggested by However, some general criteria are necessary in order to produce comparable results. Rowe and Frewer (2005) suggest that the specific aims of individual participation exercises may be clustered in terms of more general classes of criteria. In addition to outcomes, attention should also be paid to the process aspect of e-participation projects.
-The socio-technical perspective considers to what extent the deployed tools directly affect the outcomes, i.e., help to achieve the objectives of the project. Hence the evaluation looks at the public take-up and usage, usefulness and acceptability of the tool with respect to users and processes. The more the initiative has a pilot test character, the more important it is to pay attention to the socio-technical perspective in terms of tool design, because the tools are still malleable. Here issues such as usability and accessibility are important, in order to gain information about how the tool is working in practice and what adjustments are necessary.
Established frameworks from the software engineering and information systems fields and other good practice guidelines can be used to extract the evaluation criteria needed for the tool assessment.
-The democratic perspective considers the overarching principles and values of democracy and looks at the democratic criteria that the e-participation initiative is addressing. Here one of the most difficult aspects is to understand to what extent e-participation affects policy and helps to boost the flagging existing democracies.
Going beyond the more pragmatic project and socio-technical perspectives 6 which are usually addressed in evaluations of e-participation, the democratic perspective aims to assess how and how far changes in democratic practice help improve the quality of democratic systems or deepen democracy.
As has become clear from the literature review this demanding task requires taking into account and assessing multiple levels of impact independently from other influence factors. To capture the effects of e-participation on democracy at large and to evaluate its impact on democratic quality, Macintosh and Whyte (2008) have suggested the following criteria to start with:
-Representation: the extent, to which an eParticipation exercise supports, complements or enhances the activities and understanding of representative democracy.
-Engagement: whether the citizens' understanding of and active involvement in democratic processes and political decision-making is enhanced.
-Transparency: to what extent political processes and political decision-making are made transparent and intelligible.
-Conflict and consensus: whether an eParticipation exercise not only allows for divergence of opinion but also incorporates opportunities for negotiation, mediation and consensus building -Political equality: to improve the inclusiveness of policy-making or, at least, not to further discriminate against those who already are in some way excluded or less powerful in the political process.
-Community control: how closely citizen engagement is linked to decision-making processes, reflecting that those who take decisions are responsive to the communities which they serve.
Further elaboration and application of this framework poses a number of challenges.
Empirical evaluation designs should allow for analysis not only case by case but also aiming at patterns representing comparable ecologies of e-participation. To identify relevant criteria for assessing impacts on democracy requires comparing different normative concepts of democracy to derive basic principles and criteria which are relevant to distinct models of democracy (Päivärinta/Saebø 2006) . However, efforts to arrive at non-controversial criteria of democratic quality lead to two basic complications: in terms of legitimacy) impacts on democracy and calls for new approaches to assess eparticipation also with respect to democratic performance of governmental and political systems.
Discussion and conclusion
New applications of ICTs are increasingly changing the "technology of democracy". E-participation is an emerging and fast growing field of multi-disciplinary study. A wide-spread understanding of this new form of political participation views it as involving efforts to broaden and deepen political participation with the support of ICTs, complementing but not substituting traditional institutions of representative democracy. A variety of new forms of electronic participation, such as e-petitions, econsultations, e-deliberative forums, e-polling, and e-voting have emerged and are being practiced.
One of the preconditions for the possibility of aggregate effects of e-participation on democracy to be observed at all is a sufficient spread of e-participation offerings as well as practices.
To what extent e-participation opportunities are growing needs to be substantiated by further empirical studies. Existent scholarly analyses on this basic requirement are scarce and fragmentary. Recent research on the implementation of e-participation offers at local government level in the Netherlands found that only around one third of municipalities provide any "e-democracy technology" (Van der Graft/Svensson 2006). This study also tried to explain which factors govern the provision of eparticipation tools at the municipal level and found two of their hypotheses confirmed: The strongest influence came from the already existing level of investment in electronic service delivery and underlined that e-participation offerings are strongly technology driven. Existing needs which are indicated by low voter turnouts have also some weight as municipalities with really low turnout rates showed significantly higher percentages of e-participation suppliers. On a global level, studies by political consultants such as the UN's benchmarking e-government reports show also still low levels and slow progress in governments' supply of e-participation opportunities (as measured by an eparticipation index).
Does e-participation matter? Our contribution started with the aim to contribute to this question with regard to effects of this new form of participation on political processes and institutions.
Overall, after reviewing a substantial sample of the relevant literature on hypotheses and existing empirical evidence reveals a quite contradictory picture. On the one hand many studies come to findings which support various elements of the democracy improvement and mobilization hypothesis. One-way communication tools to inform a general audience or a pre-registered audience of specific news items and events
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